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R E M C O  E N S E L

Ever since the early stages of Islamic conversion, the
Shurafa have been successful in sanctifiying their in-
dividual personae and collective presence in Moroc-
can society. Countervoices that questioned the legit-
imacy of their religious stature have, however, never
been fully silenced. In recent times, state formation
and the concurring processes of the spread of public
education and electronic media have given a new im-
petus to these resurgent voices. Anthropological re-
search shows how, for some of these modern reli-
gious contestants, protest against Sharifi authority is
part of a profound emancipatory struggle.

Resurgent Voices
Profanation of
t h e Shurafa in
M o d e r n Morocco 

Contesting Sharifi descent as the basis of so-

cial distinctions and marker of identity has a

long history in Morocco. Jacques Berque even

once suggested complementing Lévi-

Provençal’s Les historiens des Chorfa (Paris;

1922) with a repertory on Les opposants des

Chorfa.1 In the modern era, fundamental criti-

cism of the saint’s cult and descent-based so-

cial distinctions was particularly articulated in

connection with the growth of the Salafi re-

form movement. Originating in 19th-century

Egypt, this movement aimed to return to the

original prescriptions of the faith. Adherents

opted for a scripturalist Islam, in a later phase

objecting to hereditary sainthood and the no-

tion of Sharifi descent. The influence of this

modernist movement in Morocco at the gov-

ernmental level can be seen from a law, pro-

claimed as early as 1949, that made it obliga-

tory to hand over a notarial act when claiming

to be a Sharifi, in particular cAlawı̄, surname

and honorific. It remains to be said that an

ambivalent attitude characterized even the

severest critics. Thus, both the cult of saints

and ‘Sharifianism’ were never repudiated by

all Salafi adherents. Some took great pride in

their own Sharifi descent.2 Moreover, socio-

political criticism of the state was often trans-

lated into a dispute between Sharifi lineages,

i.e., Idrissı̄ criticism of the cAlawı̄ state. After

independence, Sharifi descent remained a

major point of discussion at the state level.

Sharifi privileges were severely restricted

when King Hassan II successfully blocked pos-

sible dynastic ambitions of alternative Sharifi

collectivities. More importantly, state policy

increasingly put pressure on the privileged

status of the Shurafa through monopolization

of education, arbitration and religious autho-

rization. The state thus deprived local special-

ists of their functions and appropriated reli-

gion as the ultimate source of legitimation.

Central in the religious debate on the

meaning of Sharifi descent has been the in-

congruity between the fundamental equality

of members of the Islamic community, as for-

mulated in the Quranic verse 49:13, and the

privileged position of the descendants of the

Prophet, as read from verse 33:33.3 One cru-

cial point of dispute was whether only con-

temporary members of the Prophet’s family

were entitled to public respect or also his de-

scendants. When applied to social reform, the

question was whether social equality is an

ideal to pursue on earth or rather something

attainable only in the afterlife.4 Induced by

the spread of education and electronic media

as well as by urban migration, elements of

these scriptural discussions are instilled at the

local level. 

Descent-based distinctions
i n d e b a t e
In the stringent social hierarchy of the oasis

societies in southern Morocco, the Haratin

population occupies the lowest level of the

social ladder. Haratin are people of humble

descent who have specialized in agriculture

and handicrafts. One form of everyday resis-

tance that some Haratin pursued against their

humble status was to protest against the

practice of taking descent as foremost criteri -

on of one’s personal identity. With respect to

the Shurafa they raised particular objections

to the use of honorifics. Thus when French

presence enabled them to migrate to

Casablanca, these Haratin, who ‘had been

taught to say sidi and lalla’ to the local Shu-

rafa back home, were no longer prepared to

do so when on leave from their urban jobs.

These youngsters, as was noted in a report in

1955, ‘scandalize the elders who have main-

tained their servile mentality and who refuse

to follow them on their revolutionary path.’5

It seems from research conducted in the

1990s that the struggle over the use of hon-

orifics has not yet been toned down. This

even appeared humorously in a joke told by a

Sharif: 

A Sharif and a Hartani are having a quar-

rel. At one point, the Hartani announces

that practices expressing differences

among human beings have to be abol-

ished: ‘Everybody is equal, so from this

day on everybody has to be addressed

with the honorific mulay’. So the Hartani

goes home, where he tells his relatives

about his decision, and they agree. The

next morning his young son wakes up

and asks his mother: ‘Mulay mama, where

is Mulay papa?’ His mother replies: ‘Mulay

son, Mulay papa has put the Mulay bas-

kets on the Mulay donkey, filled them

with the Mulay manure, and gone to the

Mulay field’.

Notwithstanding the obvious ridicule over

the Hartani’s inability to differentiate be-

tween the human and the natural world – a

fundamental quality of any civilized person –

the joke signals the ongoing emancipatory

struggle of Haratin against Sharifi authority. 

Everyday resistance
From talks with Ibrahim, a young migrant

living in a suburb of Casablanca, it appeared

that the aversion of Haratin to the use of hon-

orifics indeed stems from its connotation with

the persistent system of social distinctions

that had kept them in their humble position

for so long. Ibrahim had left his natal village

down south as a teenager, yet he still saw his

former villagers, some of whom were Shurafa.

Ibrahim told me of his involvement in a quar-

rel with a Sharifi migrant from his former vil-

lage. Once when they met in the public bath,

Ibrahim had refused to use the honorific

mulay. When the Sharif asked for an explana-

tion, Ibrahim’s answer was simple: ‘Did one

say mulay to the Prophet Muhammad? There

are only human beings, all equal before God.

It is impossible to pay respect to people, just

because they are born as members of a cer-

tain family. Only through his deeds can a per-

son earn respect, but then again, a human

does not know the hidden life of his fellow

men: Who knows about the secret behaviour

of a Sharif? Only God is able to judge human

beings.’ 

Ibrahim’s aversion to naming practices, which

he considered out-dated, was also apparent

in his then recent name-change. His parents

had named him Fatih, but once settled in

Casablanca, he had changed his name into

Ibrahim. Fatih was a name that was particular-

ly carried by cAbı̄d and Haratin. Ibrahim’s re-

birth, as symbolized in his name-change, can

be connected to his interest in religious ideas

that came to him through the texts of Ab-

dessalam Yassin, a large collection of cas-

settes and an illegal videotape of the Algerian

Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). Young Haratin

like Ibrahim are not afraid to contest well-ac-

cepted divisions of ethnicity, disputing ‘tradi-

tional ways’ of religious expression and in-

stead putting themselves forward as the ideal

model to follow. Arguing against rural prac-

tices and rules (qawnı̄ n) that keep the social

distinctions alive, they suggest that the uni-

versal Shariah should be superior to these

local ‘laws’. They furthermore protest against

the persistent practice of taking descent as

determinant of one’s identity. Showing their

national ID, they made clear that their birth-

place, instead of their descent, should be the

decisive marker of identity.

Ibrahim’s adversary in the quarrel was inter-

ested in the same issues as Ibrahim. This

Sharif acknowledged that it was necessary to

reflect upon some aspects of the Islamic faith.

But he suggested that people who, like

Ibrahim, argue in favour of practices regard-

ing dress, table manners and praying, that fol-

lowed the Prophet or his companions, should

instead follow the example of members of

‘the House of the Prophet’. 

It has become increasingly difficult in an

urban context to be acknowledged as de-

scendant of the Prophet. Sharifi descent still is

an important source of pride and public es-

teem in Morocco and continues to be a valu-

able asset in acquiring goods and favours. Yet

for lesser Shurafa, it is not always easy to ob-

tain acceptance of their descent as valid cur-

rency in these bargains. To avoid the inconve-

nience of one being unaware that he should

address the other as a descendant of the

Prophet, the Shurafa began paying civil ser-

vants to make them print mulay in front of the

first name on their ID. The Shurafa thus also

turned their ID into a symbol of their personal

identity. In 1985, however, the government

passed a law that put an end to this printing

practice. 

Fed by an emerging public domain in

which discussions on the current state of af-

fairs in and outside Morocco take place,

resurgent religious voices like those of

Ibrahim and other Haratin signal the seeds of

a process of individualization in Moroccan

society. It remains to be seen whether this

socio-cultural transformation leads to the

disappearance of the privileged stature of

Shurafa and the persistent ethnic strife in the

southern oases. ♦

Sharifa ancestry

and local saint-

hood often merge

in the Moroccan

c o u n t r y s i d e :

a Sharif poses

with the relics of

the 16t h- c e n t u r y

village saint.


